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(57) ABSTRACT

A method for increasing the resolution when forming a three-
dimensional article through successive fusion of parts of a
powder bed, said method comprising providing a vacuum
chamber, providing an electron gun, providing a first powder
layer on a work table inside said vacuum chamber, directing
an electron beam from said electron gun over said work table
causing the powder layer to fuse in selected locations to form
a first cross section of said three-dimensional article, provid-
ing a second powder layer on said work table, directing the
electron beam over said work table causing said second pow-
der layer to fuse in selected locations to form a second cross
section of said three-dimensional article, reducing the pres-
sure in the vacuum chamber from a first pressure level to a
second pressure level between the providing of said first
powder layer and said second powder layer.
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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
INCREASING THE RESOLUTION IN
ADDITIVELY MANUFACTURED
THREE-DIMENSIONAL ARTICLES

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a national stage application, filed under
35 U.S.C. §371, of International Application No. PCT/
EP2012/074383, filed Dec. 4, 2012, which claims priority to
U.S. Provisional Application No. 61/580,768, filed Dec. 28,
2011, the contents of both which are hereby incorporated by
reference in their entirety.

BACKGROUND

1. Related Field

The present invention relates to a method for increasing the
resolution in additively manufactured three-dimensional
articles according to the preamble of claim 1.

2. Description of Related Art

Freeform fabrication or additive manufacturing is a
method for forming three-dimensional articles through suc-
cessive fusion of chosen parts of powder layers applied to a
worktable.

Such an apparatus may comprise a work table on which
said three-dimensional article is to be formed, a powder dis-
penser, arranged to lay down a thin layer of powder on the
work table for the formation of a powder bed, an energy beam
for delivering energy to the powder whereby fusion of the
powder takes place, elements for control of the energy given
off by the energy beam over said powder bed for the formation
of a cross section of said three-dimensional article through
fusion of parts of said powder bed, and a controlling com-
puter, in which information is stored concerning consecutive
cross sections of the three-dimensional article. A three-di-
mensional article is formed through consecutive fusions of
consecutively formed cross sections of powder layers, suc-
cessively laid down by the powder dispenser.

When an energy beam in the form of an electron beam hits
the powder, a charge distribution develops around the elec-
tron target area. Desirably, this charge will be led through a
produced part of the article to be made and/or the powder bed
towards ground. If the charge distribution density exceeds a
critical limit, an electrical field having field strength above a
predetermined level will develop around the position where
the beam is radiating. The electrical field having electrical
field strength above the predetermined level will be referred
to as E,, .. An electrical field will cause the powder particles
to repel each other such that particles leave the uppermost
surface layer of the particle and create a distribution of par-
ticles floating above the surface. The floating particles
resemble a cloud positioned above the surface. When the
electrical field has field strength above E,, ., the electrical
field, i.e. the particle cloud or smoke of powder, will influence
the resolution of the device in a negative way. This is partly
due to the fact that the particles in the particle cloud will
diverge the electron beam. When the electrical field has field
strengthbelow E,, ., the electrical field, i.e. the particle cloud,
will not influence the resolution of the device in a significant
way. A field strength below E,, . is thus desirable.

Since the particles are charged they will seek a ground
contact and thereby some may leave the cloud and will then
contaminate different parts of the device being positioned

15

40

45

2

inside the vacuum chamber. A result of such a critical elec-
trical field is that the structure of the powder surface will be
destroyed.

One solution to the problem of avoiding charging of pow-
der is disclosed in WO 2008/147306. In said document the
amount of ions present in close vicinity to the position where
the electron beam radiates the powder material is controlled.
This is according to one example embodiment performed by
introducing a supplementary gas into the vacuum chamber,
which is capable of producing ions when irradiated by the
electron beam.

The problem with said solution is that the supplementary
gas increases the electron beam spot dimension and thereby
affects the resolution of the additive manufacturing process in
a negative way.

BRIEF SUMMARY

An object of the invention is to provide a method and
apparatus for increasing the resolution in the additive manu-
facturing process while maintaining the electrical field distri-
bution in the powder material so that free floating particles is
prohibited.

The abovementioned object is achieved by the features in
the method according to claim 1.

In a first aspect of the invention it is provided a method for
increasing the resolution when forming a three-dimensional
article through successive fusion of parts of a powder bed,
which parts corresponds to successive cross sections of the
three-dimensional article. Said method comprising the steps
of: providing a vacuum chamber, providing an electron gun,
providing a first powder layer on a work table inside said
vacuum chamber, directing an electron beam from said elec-
tron gun over said work table causing said first powder layer
to fuse in selected locations to form a first cross section of said
three-dimensional article, providing a second powder layer
onsaid work table, directing the electron beam over said work
table causing said second powder layer to fuse in selected
locations to form a second cross section of said three-dimen-
sional article, wherein said second layer is bonded to said first
layer, reducing the pressure in the vacuum chamber from a
first pressure level to a second pressure level between the
steps of providing said first powder layer and said second
powder layer.

An advantage of the present invention is that the pressure
level and/or the amount of ions in the vacuum chamber can be
adapted to the process step, i.e., by providing a relatively high
first pressure level during a preheating step when smoke of
powder is most likely and thereafter decreasing the pressure
to a relatively low second pressure level. By so doing, the
preheating step is performed at the first pressure level where
the number of ions present is high enough in order to prohibit
smoke of powder. Since the preheating can be performed with
any kind of energy beam quality, the spread of the energy
beam due to the interaction of the electron beam with the gas
atoms will not affect the quality of the final three dimensional
article. The actual fusing of said powder is performed at the
second pressure level, which is considerably smaller than said
first pressure level, so that the electron beam resolution can be
as high as possible. The number of gas atoms in the vacuum
chamber during the fusion step is much smaller than during
the preheating step. Since the powder is already sintered,
particle smoke is not an issue. A decreased pressure level
during the fusion step will affect the quality of the electron
beam, i.e., the lower the pressure level the better the beam
quality. This in turn will increase the resolution of the final
three dimensional article to be produced.
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Another advantage of the present invention is that a life-
time of a filament of an electron beam source can be pro-
longed since a mean pressure during the additive manufac-
turing process may be decreased compared to the state of the
art technique. In an example embodiment the relatively high
first pressure level may only be present during less than 20%
of the total process time of each layer. The reminder of the
process time for each layer the second pressure level is
present, which is considerably lower than the first pressure
level. In an example embodiment said second pressure level
may be present during more than 80% of the process time of
each layer. The relatively high first pressure level may only be
present in a first part of a preheating step. The second pressure
level, being considerably lower than said first pressure level
may be present during the complete fusion step and a second
part of the preheating step and any other process step for each
layer.

In one example embodiment of the present invention said
method further comprising the step of providing a first
supplementary gas into the vacuum chamber, which first
supplementary gas is capable of providing ions when irradi-
ated by the electron beam during said preheating.

An advantage of said embodiment is that one can provide
an amount of gas not more than necessary for suppressing the
smoke of powder.

In still another example embodiment of the present inven-
tion said first supplementary gas is at least one inert gas,
wherein said inert gas is one or more in the group of: Helium,
Argon, Carbon dioxide, Nitrogen, Neon, Krypton, Xenon,
Radon.

An advantage of the present invention is that other gases
may be used in the vacuum chamber. Usually gases with light
atoms, for instance helium, were used since gases with
heavier atoms scattered the electron beam too much resulting
in bad resolution. A decrease of pressure from the preheating
step to the fusion step makes it possible to use gases with
heavier atoms while maintaining the resolution of the elec-
tron beam. Argon, which has heavier atoms compared to
Helium, is a better gas for prohibiting smoke of powder. Since
the quality of the beam during preheating is not important
Argon or any one of or combinations of Carbon dioxide,
Nitrogen, Neon, Krypton, Xenon, Radon may be used to
prohibit powder smoke during preheating. If the pressure
during fusion is decreased sufficiently the electron beam
quality will not be degraded as would have been the case if the
pressure would have been the same during preheating and
fusion.

In yet another example embodiment of the present inven-
tion said method further comprising the step of providing a
second supplementary gas into the vacuum chamber, which
second supplementary gas is capable of, at least when having
been exposed to the electron beam, reacting chemically and/
or physically with the powder layer on the work table.

Since the pressure in the vacuum chamber has been
decreased during the fusion step to at around 10~ mbar or
lower, a second supplementary gas may be provided into the
chamber during the fusion step. Said second supplementary
gas may influence the characteristic of the final article by for
example increasing its strength, ductility or any other
mechanical property.

In still another example embodiment of the present inven-
tion said second supplementary gas is one or more selected
from the group of: Hydrogen, deuterium, hydrocarbons, gas-
eous organic compounds, ammonia, nitrogen, oxygen, car-
bon monoxide, carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxides and/or
nitrous oxide.
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4
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

The invention will be further described in the following, in
anon-limiting way with reference to the accompanying draw-
ings. Same characters of reference are employed to indicate
corresponding similar parts throughout the several figures of
the drawings:

FIG. 1 depicts a first example embodiment of how the
method according to the present invention may be imple-
mented,

FIG. 2 shows, in a schematic view, an example embodi-
ment of a device for producing a three dimensional product in
which device a first and second embodiment of the inventive
method can be applied,

FIG. 3 depicts a pressure versus time graph of the first
example embodiment according to the present invention

FIG. 4 depicts, in schematic view, an example of the sur-
face of the powdery material with a charged particle cloud,

FIG. 5 depicts a second example embodiment of how the
method according to the present invention may be imple-
mented, and

FIG. 6 depicts a pressure versus time graph of the second
example embodiment according to the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF VARIOUS
EMBODIMENTS

To facilitate the understanding of this invention, a number
of terms are defined below. Terms defined herein have mean-
ings as commonly understood by a person of ordinary skill in
the areas relevant to the present invention. Terms such as “a”,
“an” and “the” are not intended to refer to only a singular
entity, but include the general class of which a specific
example may be used for illustration. The terminology herein
is used to describe specific embodiments of the invention, but
their usage does not delimit the invention, except as outlined
in the claims.

The term “three-dimensional structures” and the like as
used herein refer generally to intended or actually fabricated
three-dimensional configurations (e.g. of structural material
or materials) that are intended to be used for a particular
purpose. Such structures, etc. may, for example, be designed
with the aid of a three-dimensional CAD system.

The term “electron beam” as used herein in various
embodiments refers to any charged particle beam. The
sources of charged particle beam can include an electron gun,
a linear accelerator and so on.

FIG. 2 depicts an embodiment of a freeform fabrication or
additive manufacturing apparatus 21 in which the inventive
method according to the present invention may be imple-
mented.

Said apparatus 21 comprising an electron beam gun 6;
deflection coils 7; two powder hoppers 4, 14; a build platform
2; a build tank 10; a powder distributor 28; a powder bed 5;
and a vacuum chamber 20.

The vacuum chamber 20 is capable of maintaining a
vacuum environment by means of a vacuum system, which
system may comprise a turbomolecular pump, a scroll pump,
an ion pump and one or more valves which are well known to
a skilled person in the art and therefore need no further expla-
nation in this context. The vacuum system is controlled by a
control unit 8.

The electron beam gun 6 is generating an electron beam
which is used for melting or fusing together powder material
provided on the build platform 2. At least a portion of the
electron beam gun 6 may be provided in the vacuum chamber
20. The control unit 8 may be used for controlling and man-
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aging the electron beam emitted from the electron beam gun
6. At least one focusing coil (not shown), at least one deflec-
tion coil 7, an optional coil for astigmatic correction (not
shown) and an electron beam power supply (not shown) may
be electrically connected to said control unit 8. In an example
embodiment of the invention said electron beam gun 6 gen-
erates a focusable electron beam with an accelerating voltage
of'about 15-60kV and with a beam power in the range of 3-10
Kw. The pressure in the vacuum chamber may be 10~ mbar
or lower when building the three-dimensional article by fus-
ing the powder layer by layer with the energy beam.

The powder hoppers 4, 14 comprise the powder material to
be provided on the build platform 2 in the build tank 10. The
powder material may for instance be pure metals or metal
alloys such as titanium, titanium alloys, aluminum, aluminum
alloys, stainless steel, Co—Cr alloys, nickel based superal-
loys etc.

The powder distributor 28 is arranged to lay down a thin
layer of the powder material on the build platform 2. During
awork cycle the build platform 2 will be lowered successively
in relation to a fixed point in the vacuum chamber. In order to
make this movement possible, the build platform 2 is in one
embodiment of the invention arranged movably in vertical
direction, i.e., in the direction indicated by arrow P. This
means that the build platform 2 starts in an initial position, in
which a first powder material layer of necessary thickness has
been laid down. Means for lowering the build platform 2 may
for instance be through a servo engine equipped with a gear,
adjusting screws etc.

An electron beam may be directed over said build platform
2 causing said first powder layer to fuse in selected locations
to form a first cross section of said three-dimensional article.
The beam is directed over said build platform 2 from instruc-
tions given by the control unit 8. In the control unit 8 instruc-
tions for how to control the electron beam for each layer of the
three-dimensional article is stored.

After a first layer is finished, i.e., the fusion of powder
material for making a first layer of the three-dimensional
article, a second powder layer is provided on said build plat-
form 2. The second powder layer is preferably distributed
according to the same manner as the previous layer. However,
there might be alternative methods in the same additive manu-
facturing machine for distributing powder onto the work
table. For instance, a first layer may be provided by means of
a first powder distributor 28, a second layer may be provided
by another powder distributor. The design of the powder
distributor is automatically changed according to instructions
from the control unit 8. A powder distributor 28 in the form of
a single rake system, i.e., where one rake is catching powder
fallen down from both a left powder hopper 4 and a right
powder hopper 14, the rake as such can change design.

After having distributed the second powder layer on the
build platform, the energy beam is directed over said work
table causing said second powder layer to fuse in selected
locations to form a second cross section of said three-dimen-
sional article. Fused portions in the second layer may be
bonded to fused portions of said first layer. The fused portions
in the first and second layer may be melted together by melt-
ing not only the powder in the uppermost layer but also
remelting at least a fraction of a thickness of a layer directly
below said uppermost layer.

In the case where an electron beam is used, it is necessary
to consider the charge distribution that is created in the pow-
der as the electrons hit the powder bed 5. The invention is, at
least partly, based on the realization that the charge distribu-
tion density depends on the following parameters: beam cur-
rent, electron velocity (which is given by the accelerating
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voltage), beam scanning velocity, powder material and elec-
trical conductivity of the powder, i.e. mainly the electrical
conductivity between the powder grains. The latter is in turn
a function of several parameters, such as temperature, degree
of sintering and powder grain size/size distribution.

Thus, for a given powder, i.e. a powder of a certain material
with a certain grain size distribution, and a given accelerating
voltage, it is possible, by varying the beam current (and thus
the beam power) and the beam scanning velocity, to affect the
charge distribution.

By varying these parameters in a controlled way, the elec-
trical conductivity of the powder can gradually be increased
by increasing the temperature of the powder. A powder that
has a high temperature obtains a considerably higher conduc-
tivity which results in a lower density of the charge distribu-
tion since the charges quickly can diffuse over a large region.
This effect is enhanced if the powder is allowed to be slightly
sintered during the pre-heating process. When the conductiv-
ity has become sufficiently high, the powder can be fused
together, i.e. melted or fully sintered, with predetermined
values of the beam current and beam scanning velocity.

A general function for describing the charge density that
develops in the powder in an arbitrary scanning procedure
will be a rather complex function of time and beam position
since the charge density generated along one scanned path
will be affected by the charge density generated along another
scanned path if these paths are not very well separated in
space and time. Thus, charge summation effects between
different paths must be taken into account.

FIG. 4 shows the upper layer 5' of the powder bed 5 of the
powdery material with a charged particle cloud 41. The cloud
is concentrated around the position where the electron beam
42 radiates the powdery material. With a higher electrical
field, a larger cloud will occur around the radiating point. The
number of ions introduced into the vacuum chamber or cre-
ated in the vacuum chamber should thus be above a pre-
defined level in order to neutralize enough charges in the
surface of the powder. The predefined level should be selected
such that it keeps the electrical field strength below E,, . In
doing so, enough of the powdery material is neutralized and
lifting of powder is prohibited.

FIG. 1 depicts a first example embodiment of how the
method according to the present invention may be imple-
mented. FIG. 1 depicts a gas pressure source in the form of'a
gas bottle 25. The gas bottle 25 is connectable to the additive
manufacturing apparatus 21 via a pipe 27 and a valve 23. The
valve is in this embodiment controlled by the control unit 8.
When the valve is open gas from the gas source 25 will be
provided into the additive manufacturing device 21 through
aninlet 22. The valve may be set to any position between fully
open and fully closed, i.e., the gas flow may be regulated by
the valve 23. In an alternative embodiment a pressure and
flow regulator may be provided directly on the gas source 25,
leaving the only functionality of the valve 23 to be the open-
ing and closing means for the gas into the additive manufac-
turing apparatus 21.

FIG. 3 depicts a pressure versus time graph of the first
example embodiment according to FIG. 1 of the present
invention. In FIG. 3, four different process steps, denoted 31,
32, 33 and 34 respectively, are marked above the pressure
graph. Powder distribution is the first process step denoted by
31 in FIG. 3. During the powder distribution 31, i.e., provid-
ing powder on the build platform 2 (clean build platform or a
build platform provided with one or several cross sections of
fused material), the pressure inside the additive manufactur-
ing apparatus 21 may be increased from an initial pressure
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level P1 when the powder distribution is started to a first
pressure level P2 when the powder distribution is finalized.

A next process step is the preheating step 32. During pre-
heating the powder provided on the build platform 2 is about
to be brought to an appropriate temperature before a fusing
step 33. This preheating step is performed by scanning the
electron beam over the powder bed in an appropriate manner
for heating the powder bed without creating powder smoke.
This is performed by leaving enough spacing between two
consecutive scanning lines so the summation of charges in a
first scanning line is not affecting the charges provided in the
second scanning line. During preheating the pressure in the
additive manufacturing apparatus 21 is at a first pressure level
P2, which is high enough for suppressing or eliminating
smoke of powder. The first pressure level P2 may be around
1073 mbar. The pressure level may be at a constant high level
throughout the preheating. Alternatively the pressure level is
varying during said preheating but always high enough in
order to suppress smoke of powder. In FIG. 3, the pressure is
atahigh level, the first pressure level P2, in the first part of the
preheating. In a second part of the preheating the pressure is
decreased at a constant rate to the second pressure level P3,
where the second pressure level P3 is lower than the first
pressure level P2 and the initial pressure level P1. Smoke of
powder is most likely to be present in the beginning of the
preheating when no powder is sintered at all. The more the
powder is sintered the less is the likelihood of creating smoke
of powder. One can therefore start to decrease the pressure
during the preheating step after some time which is illustrated
in FIG. 3.

During a fusion step 33 the pressure in the additive manu-
facturing apparatus 21 may be kept as low as possible and in
FIG. 3 itis kept at the second pressure level P3, which may be
about 10> mbar or lower.

In the inventive method it is provided a reduction of the
pressure in the vacuum chamber of said additive manufactur-
ing apparatus from a first pressure level, here indicated by
said first pressure level P2, to a second pressure level, here
indicated by P3, between the steps of providing said first
powder layer and said second powder layer.

The preheating of the powder bed may be performed at
least partially with said first pressure level P2 which is higher
than said second pressure level P3. Said powder bed may be
fused in said selected locations at least partially with said
second pressure level P3.

When the fusion step is finalized the powder and fused
powder may need some heating in order to be within a pre-
determined temperature interval. This heating step is denoted
in FIG. 3 by 34. The preheating temperature is material
dependent which means that difterent materials require dif-
ferent preheating temperature intervals. The temperature cho-
sen for said preheating may affect the internal stresses and
fatigue properties of the final three dimensional article. When
the heating is finalized or when no heating is needed, the
process starts all over again by providing the next powder
layer. The pressure in the additive manufacturing apparatus
may start to be increased already during the heating step in
order to be able to reach the necessary pressure during the
preheating step 32.

FIG. 5 depicts a second example embodiment of how the
method according to the present invention may be imple-
mented. FIG. 5 depicts a gas pressure source in the form of a
gas bottle 52, a second valve 54 and a reservoir 56. The
reservoir 56 is connectable to the additive manufacturing
apparatus 21 viaa pipe 27 and a valve 23. The valve 23 and the
second valve 54 are in this embodiment controlled by the
control unit 8. Valve 23 and 54 may be on-off valves.
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When the second valve 54 is open said valve 23 is closed.
With the second valve 54 open and the valve 23 closed gas
from the gas source 52 will be provided into the reservoir 56.
The pressure and time said second valve is open will deter-
mine the amount of gas provided to the reservoir given a
constant volume of the reservoir 56. In an example embodi-
ment said time said valve 54 is opened may be 1 second.

When the second valve 54 is closed said valve 23 may be
opened in order to let the gas from the reservoir into the
additive manufacturing device 21. In an example embodi-
ment said time said valve 23 is opened may be 1 second.

The embodiment in FIG. 3 is operated by opening and
closing said valve 23 and the second valve 54. Both valves 23,
54 may be closed at the same time. When one valve 23, 54 is
open the other valve 23, 54 is closed. Both valves 23, 54 may
not be opened at the same time, in this case at least one of the
valves needs to be controlled in the way the valve is controlled
in FIG. 1, which means that the second valve 54 and the
reservoir 56 will be superfiuous.

FIG. 6 depicts a pressure versus time graph of the second
example embodiment according to the present invention. In
FIG. 6, four different process steps, denoted 61, 62, 63 and 64
respectively, are marked above the pressure graph. Powder
distribution is the first process step denoted by 61 in FIG. 3.
During the powder distribution 61, i.e., providing powder on
the build platform 2 (clean build platform or a build platform
provided with one or several cross sections of fused material),
the pressure inside the additive manufacturing apparatus 21
may be at a second pressure level P1.

A next process step is the preheating step 62. During pre-
heating the powder provided on the build platform 2 is about
to be brought to an appropriate temperature before a fusing
step 63. This preheating step is performed by scanning the
electron beam over the powder bed in an appropriate manner
for heating the powder bed without creating powder smoke as
described in connection with FIG. 3. During preheating the
pressure in the additive manufacturing apparatus 21 is ini-
tially at the first pressure level P2, which is high enough for
suppressing smoke of powder. The first pressure level P2 may
bearound 1072 to 10~> mbar. The gas provided in the reservoir
is let into the vacuum chamber and relatively quickly the
pressure in the vacuum chamber is increased to the first pres-
sure level P2 indicated by the vertical line in said pressure
time graph. As the vacuum pumps are continuously pumping
out the contents from the vacuum chamber, the pressure will
drop at a rate depending on the efficiency of said pumps,
which is indicated by the sloped line from said first pressure
level P2 to said second pressure level P1.

Since smoke of powder is most likely to be present in the
beginning of the preheating when no powder is sintered at all
said decrease of gas pressure will not affect the suppression of
smoke of powder.

During the fusion step 63 the pressure in the additive manu-
facturing apparatus 21 may be kept as low as possible and in
FIG. 3 it is kept at the second pressure level P1, which may be
about 10~> mbar or lower.

In an alternative embodiment the first pressure level P2
may be around 107> mbar and the second pressure level P1
may be 107> mbar or lower. In still another example embodi-
ment the first pressure level P2 may be 2x10~> mbar and the
second pressure level P1 may be 10~* mbar. In yet another
example embodiment said first pressure level P2 may be
2x1072 mbar and said second pressure level P1 may be
2x107> mbar. The first pressure level P2 may be kept at a
relatively high pressure in order to ensure a safe suppression
of smoke of powder which is very material dependent given
the same power of the electron beam. The second pressure
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level P1 may be kept at a relatively low pressure in order to
keep the electron beam quality as good as possible, i.c., as
little as possible blurred by interaction of the atoms during the
path from a electron beam filament to the powder bed.

In the inventive method it is provided a reduction of the
pressure in the vacuum chamber of said additive manufactur-
ing apparatus from a first pressure level, here in FIG. 6,
indicated by said first pressure level P2, to a second pressure
level, here indicated by P1, between the step of providing said
first powder layer and said second powder layer.

The preheating of the powder bed may, as in FIG. 6, be
performed at least partially with decreasing pressure level,
from a high pressure, the first pressure level P2, to a low
pressure level, which may be the second pressure level P1.
Said powder bed may be fused in said selected locations at
least partially with said second pressure level P1.

When the fusion step 63 is finalized the powder and fused
powder may need some heating in order to be within a pre-
determined temperature interval. This heating step is denoted
in FIG. 6 by 64. In the embodiment depicted in FIG. 6, said
heating step may at least partially be performed under said
second pressure level P1. After said optional heating step it
starts all over again, i.e., a next layer of powder is applied on
top of the previous layer of powder and after that preheating,
fusing and heating. This means that the pressure in the
vacuum chamber is decreased from a first value to a second
value between providing a first and second layer of powder
material to be fused. The pressure in the vacuum chamber
goes up and down depending on the process step. Preheating
is performed at a higher pressure compared to the fusion step.
After fusion is completed the pressure in the vacuum chamber
is increased again in order to suppress particle smoke during
preheating of the next layer.

A first supplementary gas provided into the vacuum cham-
ber may be capable of providing ions when irradiated by the
electron beam during said preheating. Said first supplemen-
tary gas may be at least one inert gas. Said inert gas is one or
more in the group of: Helium, Argon, Carbon dioxide, Nitro-
gen, Neon, Krypton, Xenon, Radon.

Said first pressure level P2 may be about 10~ mbar. The
first pressure level may be changed depending on the type of
first supplementary gas chosen, a lighter atom may need a
somewhat higher pressure than a heavier atom chosen among
the supplementary gases given above.

A second supplementary gas may be provided into the
vacuum chamber of said additive manufacturing device 21.
Said second supplementary gas may be capable of, at least
when having been exposed to the electron beam, reacting
chemically and/or physically with the powder layer on the
work table.

The first and second supplementary gases may be present
at the same time in the vacuum chamber.

The second supplementary gas may be provided to the
vacuum chamber of said additive manufacturing apparatus 21
during the fusion step. The second supplementary gas may be
let into the vacuum chamber at the end of the preheating step
in order to ensure a constant and sufficient amount of second
supplementary gas throughout the fusion step. This is to
ensure that all powder layers will be melted by the same
amount of second supplementary gas which in turn will
ensure the same material property throughout the three-di-
mensional article to be produced.

The second supplementary gas may be one or more gases
selected from the group of: Hydrogen, deuterium, hydrocar-
bons, gaseous organic compounds, ammonia, nitrogen, 0xy-
gen, carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxides and/
or nitrous oxide.
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The second pressure level P1, P3 may be about 10> mbar.
A heavier gas atom may need a somewhat lower pressure than
a lighter atom. This has to do with the fact that a heavier atom
may scatter the electron beam more than a light gas atom and
therefore less heavier atoms is needed in order to reach the
same resolution of the electron beam as compared to the
lighter gas atoms.

The powder provided on the work table may be made of
metal.

A mean pressure level during the preheating may be higher
than a mean pressure level during the fusion of the selected
locations. The reason of having a higher pressure level of said
at least first supplementary gas is to reduce or eliminate the
likelihood of powder smoke. A certain number of ions are
needed in the vacuum chamber in order to neutralize or
decreasing the amount ofthe charges in the powder created by
the ion beam when hitting said powder. For this reason there
have to be a certain gas pressure in the vacuum chamber either
by letting in said first supplementary gas as disclosed above or
by providing an ion generator to said vacuum chamber which
ions are let in to the vacuum chamber during said preheating
step.

For one or a plurality of powder layers the preheating of
powder layer N may be performed at a first pressure level and
the fusion of powder layer N may be performed at a second
pressure level, where said first pressure level may be higher
than said second pressure level, where N may be any inte-
ger=1.

During the fusion one wants to keep the pressure level of
the gases in the vacuum chamber at a minimum since the gas
atoms may more or less influence the resolution of the elec-
tron beam. Depending on the type of ions present in the
vacuum chamber there may be some differences in the pres-
sure allowed for maintaining the same electron beam resolu-
tion for reasons as explained above.

In another aspect of the present invention it is provided an
apparatus for forming a three-dimensional article through
successive fusion of parts of a powder bed, which parts cor-
responds to successive cross sections of the three-dimen-
sional article. Said apparatus comprising: a vacuum chamber,
an electron gun, a powder distributor for providing a first
powder layer on a work table inside said vacuum chamber, a
control unit for controlling an electron beam path over said
work table causing said first powder layer to fuse in selected
locations to form a first cross section of said three-dimen-
sional article, wherein said control unit is configured to
reduce the pressure in the vacuum chamber from a first pres-
sure level, which is used during at least a part of a preheating
of'the powder layer, to a second pressure level, which is used
during at least a part of the fusion of the powder layer.

The electron beam path may be controlled by means of one
or a plurality of deflection coils arranged in the electron beam
gun which is well known to a skilled person in the art. The
controlunit may control the deflection coil(s) according to the
pattern (selected locations) which is to be fused on said pow-
der layer.

Preheating may be used for heating the powder layer to a
predetermined temperature and the pressure in the vacuum
chamber may be higher during preheating compared to when
the fusion of the powder is taking place. The control unit may
control the vacuum pump(s) and one or a plurality of gas
supply valves. A supplementary gas may be let into the
vacuum chamber during preheating. Said supplementary gas
may for instance be a gas which is capable of providing ions
when irradiated by the electron beam during said preheating.
Said supplementary gas may be Helium, Argon, Carbon diox-
ide, Nitrogen, Neon, Krypton, Xenon, Radon.
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The control unit may change the pressure in the vacuum
chamber from said first pressure level during preheating, to a
second pressure level during fusion. The second pressure
level has a lower pressure than the first pressure level. Fusion
may take place with as little as possible disturbance of the
electron beam by the molecules present in the vacuum cham-
ber. For one or a plurality of powder layers the preheating of
powder layer N may be performed at a first pressure level and
the fusion of powder layer N may be performed at a second
pressure level, where said first pressure level may be higher
than said second pressure level, where N may be any inte-
ger=1.

The invention is not limited to the above-described
embodiments and many modifications are possible within the
scope of the following claims. Such modifications may, for
example, involve using a different source of energy beam than
the exemplified electron beam such as laser beam. Other
materials than metallic powder may be used such as powder
of polymers or powder of ceramics.

The invention claimed is:

1. A method for increasing the resolution when forming a
three-dimensional article through successive fusion of parts
of'a powder bed, which parts corresponds to successive cross
sections of the three-dimensional article, said method com-
prising the steps of:

providing a vacuum chamber, an electron gun, and a first

powder layer on a work table inside said vacuum cham-
ber;

directing an electron beam from said electron gun over said

work table causing said first powder layer to fuse in
selected locations to form a first cross section of said
three-dimensional article;

providing a second powder layer on said work table;

directing the electron beam over said work table causing

said second powder layer to fuse in selected locations to
form a second cross section of said three-dimensional
article, wherein said second layer is bonded to said first
layer; and

reducing the pressure in the vacuum chamber from a first

pressure level to a second pressure level between the
providing of said first powder layer and said second
powder layer, preheating the powder bed at least par-
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tially with said first pressure level, wherein a mean pres-
sure level during the preheating is higher than a mean
pressure level during the fusion ofthe selected locations.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein said powder
bed is fused in said selected locations at least partially with
said second pressure level.

3. The method according to claim 1, further comprising the
step of providing a first supplementary gas into the vacuum
chamber, which first supplementary gas is capable of provid-
ing ions when irradiated by the electron beam during said
preheating.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein said first
supplementary gas is at least one inert gas.

5. The method according to claim 4, wherein said inert gas
is one or more gases selected from the group consisting of:
Helium, Argon, Carbon dioxide, Nitrogen, Neon, Krypton,
Xenon, and Radon.

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein said first
pressure level is about 10~ mbar.

7. The method according claim 1, further comprising the
step of providing a second supplementary gas into the
vacuum chamber, which second supplementary gas is capable
of, at least when having been exposed to the electron beam,
reacting chemically and/or physically with the powder layer
on the work table.

8. The method according to claim 7, wherein said second
supplementary gas is one or more gases selected from the
group consisting of: Hydrogen, deuterium, hydrocarbons,
gaseous organic compounds, ammonia, nitrogen, oxygen,
carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxide, and
nitrous oxide.

9. The method according to claim 1, wherein said second
pressure level is about 107> mbar or lower.

10. The method according to claim 1, wherein the powder
provided on the work table is made of metal.

11. The method according to claim 7, wherein said second
supplementary gas is provided during the fusion of said
selected locations.

12. The method according to claim 7, wherein said second
supplementary gas is inserted when the pressure level in the
vacuum chamber is below a predetermined level.
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